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Afghanistan’s Path to Reconstruction: 
Obstacles, Challenges, and Issues for Congress 

Summary 

For the past 22 years, Afghanistan has been embroiled in conflict. Humanitarian 
assistance programs have been a key part of the overall multilateral effort to relieve 
human suffering and assist refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs). Since 
September 11, 2001, while actions are still being taken to eliminate Taliban and A1 
Qaeda forces and others supporting terrorism, the needs have only become more 
urgent. 

The case of Afghanistan may present a special category of crisis, in which the 
United States and others play a significant role in the war on terrorism while 
simultaneously providing humanitarian and reconstruction assistance to the innocent 
civilians caught in the crossfire. Moreover, the conditions in Afghanistan represent 
a challenging mix of infrastructure destruction, ongoing security concerns, and 
humanitarian needs requiring an immediate response. So far, the international 
community has recognized that large amounts of aid and resources will be required 
in the reconstruction effort. In addition, a long-term commitment will be necessary 
to ensure a stable, democratic Afghanistan emerges and will not fall prey to the twin 
evils of drugs and terrorism. 

While continuing to hunt down A1 Qaeda forces within Afghanistan, transitional 
and reconstruction assistance has also moved ahead. An examination of the progress 
of reconstruction efforts and aid priorities in the last year reveals the complexity of 
the tasks ahead and raises questions about the the long-term role to be played by the 
United States. Congress may continue to look at the contributions by and 
responsibilities of key allies partnering in the efforts within Afghanistan. The current 
operating environment demonstrates ongoing challenges for the government and 
people of Afghanistan and for the international community, such as security issues, 
population movements, food security, environment and infrastructure, health, and 
education. While the international donors conference in January 2001 indicated a 
strong willingness on the part of the international community to assist in the 
restoration of Afghanistan, it also revealed the cost could amount to more than $15 
billion over the next decade. A total of $1 .8 billion was pledged for 2002, although 
some pledges have not yet been fulfilled. 

The many moving parts of the war on terrorism coupled with the uncertainty of 
developments within Afghanistan make long-term planning and exit strategies 
impossible at this stage. Still, of potential, immediate interest to Congress are 
security concerns, support of the transitional administration, oversight and 
coordination of aid projects, and the plight of women and children. 
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Afghanistan’s Path to Reconstruction: 
Obstacles, Challenges, and 
Issues for Congress 



Although hostilities have not yet ended and the war on terrorism in Afghanistan 
continues, relief and reconstruction efforts to assist the people of Afghanistan are 
well underway. International attention has mostly focused on Afghanistan’s short- 
and medium-term future. While questions continue between the United States and 
its allies about division of labor, burdensharing, and exit strategies, Congress 
continues to examine the assistance progress, aid priorities, long-term reconstruction 
proposals, and the implementation role to be played by the United States. 
Furthermore, Congress considers the FY2003 funding for Afghanistan inadequate 
and is calling for significantly higher appropriations. A brief overview of the current 
situation provides a snapshot of the progress to date and the many challenges that lie 
ahead. 



The Situation Before September 11, 2001 

Even before the current crisis, Afghanistan had suffered twenty-two years of 
war, which included a long Soviet occupation, followed by civil war, and, beginning 
in 1996, harsh Taliban rule in most of the country. 1 With a devastated infrastructure 
and minimal government and social services, even basic health care and education 
were almost nonexistent. The Taliban leadership focused available resources largely 
on maintaining internal security and seeking to eliminate the last pockets of ethnic 
minority opposition in the North and Northeast. During this internal conflict, the 
Taliban placed restrictions on women working outside the home, further aggravating 
levels of poverty. These factors, in combination with a severe drought over the last 
three years, produced enormous human suffering in Afghanistan. 

As of September 10, 2001, according to UNHCR, nearly four million Afghans 
(out of a total population of about 26 million) were refugees - two million in 
Pakistan, one and a half million in Iran, as well as others in Russia, India, the Central 
Asian Republics, Europe, and elsewhere. In addition, as of September 10th, nearly 
one million other Afghans were internally displaced persons (IDPs) uprooted by 
drought and conflict. 2 At that time U.N. agencies were searching for ways to help 



1 For further information, please refer to CRS Report RL305 8 8 , Afghanistan: Current Issues 
and U.S. Policy, by Kenneth Katzman; and CRS Report RL3 1 389, Afghanistan: Challenges 
and Options for Reconstructing a Stable and Moderate State by Richard Cronin. 

2 Prior to September 11, 2001, the conflicts in Afghanistan left approximately 2 million 
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